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Providing a better work environment for competitive advantage – Conceptual 
considerations linking commitment and firm-specific human resources 
 
ABSTRACT  
Managing for uncertain futures is a major concern in the area of strategic management with 
environmental stability fading and increasing global impacts on local decisions. One critical resource 
that has attained special interest lies in talented and qualified employees. It is a challenge to motivate 
such employees to invest in firm-specific assets that may form a valuable basis for competitive 
advantage. Short term contracts and a lack of care for employees make it hard to establish a 
committed workforce. The aim of the paper is the elaboration of a conceptual framework showing the 
links and contributing to a better understanding of how the alignment of interests of employees and 
firms maybe a valuable contribution to the understanding of competitive advantage.  
 
 
Keywords: competitive advantage; resource-based view of the firm; strategy and culture  
WHAT CAN STRATEGIC MANAGERS LEARN FROM WORK-LIFE BALANCE CULTURE? 
Work-life balance culture is a particular aspect of the organisational culture that reflects the attitudes 
and values in the organisation surrounding the ability of individuals to balance their work and non-
work lives (Thompson, Beauvais and Lyness, 1999). Certain work-life balance cultures may lead to 
higher commitment (Allen, 2001). Strategic managers want to find insights into how to establish 
competitive advantages for their businesses. The strategic management literature suggests that human 
resources, especially when they are firm-specific in nature, are a very relevant source of competitive 
advantage realisation (Lopez-Cabrales, Valle and Herrero, 2006; Snell, Shadur and Wright, 2005; 
Wang and Barney, 2006). Therefore, Bradley, Royer and Eckhard (2008) suggest that work-life 
balance and strategic management do have a relevant linking pin in terms of the work culture that 
underlies the individual as well as the organisational level. It is seen as a fruitful avenue for research to 
further investigate this linking pin in terms of commitment and firm-specific human resources which is 
the aim of this paper.  
A conceptual framework that links work-life balance culture with competitive advantage (Bradley et 
al., 2008) is the starting point for this paper, but it is further elaborated. In particular, special attention 
is given to the theoretical demonstration of how commitment (as a consequence of work-life-balance 
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culture) is related to the development of specific human resources (as valuable resources leading to 
strategic competitive advantage). The reasoning is embedded into the relevant literature and 
hypotheses are derived from this conceptualisation and suggestions for the operationalisation of the 
complex variables and concrete empirical work are derived. The paper concludes with pragmatic 
implications as well as avenues for future research.  
HOW TO LINK WORK-LIFE BALANCE CULTURE WITH COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE? 
Research into the area of work environments and competitive advantage seems especially relevant 
since short-term employment has become more prevalent in many countries. With short-term 
employment, employees react not only with less loyalty and trust but also prefer dedicating human 
capital to general tasks that are not firm-specific to ensure the mobility of their skills in an increasingly 
insecure workplace (Pfeffer, 2005a and 2005b; Galunic and Anderson, 2000; Royer, Waterhouse, 
Brown and Festing, 2008). Furthermore, wide-spread skills shortages (Coelli and Wilkens, 2008) have 
led to organisations needing to compete locally and globally for talented employees. Developing a 
culture that encourages employees to stay therefore becomes imperative. Motivating employees to stay 
may build on aligning their interest with firm interest (Gottschalg and Zollo, 2007, p. 433). Gottschalg 
and Zollo (2007) in this context link the psychological aspect of motivation to competitive advantage 
which builds a relevant point of reference for this paper. This paper contributes to closing the gaps in 
strategy literature outlined by Gottschalg and Zollo (2007: 418) by identifying processes that align the 
interests of employees and the organisation as well as suggesting conditions that imply competitive 
advantage generation by this interest alignment. To do this, the paper takes an economic perspective 
on competitive advantage realisation and complements it by a psychologically founded reasoning. 
To date, work-life balance culture and competitive advantage have not been well linked. This is 
somewhat surprising as work-life balance has been shown to have positive organisational outcomes 
(Perry-Smith and Blum, 2000). The culture of a workplace is regarded as relevant for the well-being of 
the individual (Thompson et al., 1999) but also is seen as a relevant resource for an organisation to 
realise competitive advantage (Itami, 1987). Pfeffer (2005a) and Pfeffer and Veiga (1999) suggest 
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“communal-like” (close) relations between employers and employees can lead to a higher motivation 
of employees and increased organisational performance. Furthermore a close relationship correlates 
with a higher level of self-reported job and organisational commitment (Millward and Hopkins, 1998; 
Mc Elroy, 2001).  
Organisational commitment binds an employee to entities or behaviour and can result in lower 
turnover intentions, lower actual turnover and positive behaviour of the employees (Meyer and 
Herscovitch, 2001; Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch and Topnolsky, 2002; Porter, Steers, Mowday and 
Boulian, 1974). Valuable employees may be mobile to different extents, leading to insecurity for the 
employer to be able to appropriate resulting advantages. Commitment of an employee who is valuable 
would therefore be of high strategic relevance.  
Therefore we will briefly sketch the link between work-life balance culture and commitment. Then we 
show that firm-specific human resources are valuable resources underlying competitive advantage 
(e.g., Wang and Barney, 2006). Finally, we link both by demonstrating the positive effects 
commitment has on the development of firm-specific human resources. This approach allows us to 
address several current gaps in the literature.  The main area which is under-theorised is in considering 
that there is a link between work-life balance culture and competitive advantage. Understanding this 
link can add considerably to the performance of the firm. Other important gaps in the literature that the 
current paper addresses include propositions about specific links between very complex variables in 
relation to competitive advantage. Currently our understandings of these are limited. The approach 
chosen here is to enrich economic strategic management theory by the psychological literature on 
work life balance culture to be able to better understand the processes that may lead to an alignment of 
interest between employees and the organisation they work for. By this alignment of interest in terms 
of the extent of the motivation of the employees to show a behaviour in line with the goals of the 
organisation (Gottschalg and Zollo, 2007, p. 420) further insights into the value drivers of human 
resources as the basis for competitive advantage can be gained. 
Page 4 of 24ANZAM 2010
4 
 
LINKING WORK-LIFE BALANCE CULTURE AND COMMITMENT 
The culture of an organisation is the values, norms and beliefs that people hold in the organisation. 
Organisational culture is defined as ‘widely shared and strongly held values’ (Chatman and Jehn, 
1994, p. 524). The work-life balance culture is a subset of the attitudes, relating directly to how 
supportive the organisation is in allowing employees the ability to balance their work and non-work 
lives. We believe this culture relates to organisational commitment, in particular the affective 
component of the commitment attitude. This is because if there is a set of values and beliefs in the 
organisation that are supportive of work-life balance, people are going to feel more positive toward 
their organisation, and are then likely also to have stronger feelings of commitment to the 
organisation.  
There are many dimensions upon which culture is measured, but the focus of the present paper is on 
work-life balance culture (e.g., Sahibzada, Hammer, Neal and Kuang, 2005). We use this term to mean 
the values within the organisation around support for work-life balance, which includes the 
individuals’ family lives, as well as other non-work aspects of their lives. Work-life balance is often 
defined as a satisfactory level of involvement or “fit” between the multiple roles in one person’s life 
and how well someone is able to manage these competing demands (e.g., Tausig and Fenwick, 2001).  
There is not a great deal of literature examining work-life balance culture specifically, but the most 
commonly cited approach to this aspect of organisational culture is by Thompson et al. (1999). They 
propose three dimensions to their conception of work-family balance culture. Allen (2001) argues one 
of Thompson et al.’s dimensions is really two dimensions, and McDonald, Brown and Bradley (2005) 
add two extra dimensions that also seem to be important. These dimensions of culture are: (1) time 
demands, (2) perceived negative career consequences, (3) support from management that may be 
divided into (a) supervisor support and (b) broader organisational support, (4) gender expectations and 
(5) co-worker support. They are summarised in Table 1.  
------------------------------Please insert Table 1 about here---------------------------------- 
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Based on an examination of different commitment definitions Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) define 
commitment as “a force that binds an individual to a course of action of relevance to one or more 
targets” (p. 301). While there are different conceptualisations of commitment, the one presented by 
Meyer and Allen (1991) is useful here and has much support. They conceptualise three dimensions of 
commitment – an affective component, a normative component and a continuance component. The 
affective component relates to how the employee feels towards their organisation. The continuance 
component relates to what the employee believes they would lose if they would leave the organisation. 
Finally, the normative component relates to a sense of obligation to the organisation and a desire to do 
what is right for the organisation (Meyer and Allen, 1997).  
Work-life balance has been found to have a number of positive outcomes (see for example, Rothausen, 
1994; Frone, Yardley and Markel, 1997; Lambert, 2000; Konrad and Mangel, 2000). Specifically 
interesting for this paper is the evidence that work-life balance is related to higher levels of 
organisational commitment (Scandura and Lankau, 1997; Roehling, Roehling and Moen, 2001; Haar 
and Spell, 2004; Goldberg, Greenberger, Koch-Jones, O’Neil and Hamill, 1989). Table 2 gives a broad 
sketch of the cited studies which suggest links between work life balance culture and commitment. 
While there are some limitations with the literature in this area, such as much cross-sectional, self-
report survey data, these findings support our proposition that it is attitudes and beliefs around work-
life benefits, rather than usage itself, which will relate to commitment. That is why we propose the 
work-life balance culture as the important element and will now review the literature that exists 
linking cultural elements to organisational commitment.  
------------------------------Please insert Table 2 about here---------------------------------- 
Roehling et al. (2001) identify a lack of focus on the supportiveness of the organisational environment, 
a limitation that our approach addresses. While little research has measured work-life balance culture 
directly with regard to its relationship to commitment (aside from Thompson et al., 1999, and Allen, 
2001), more research has been conducted relating cultural elements – such as supervisor support – to 
organisational commitment.  
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The two main studies that directly measure the cultural dimensions mentioned above are Thompson et 
al. (1999) and Allen (2001). The work by Thompson et al. (1999) is the first to directly measure work-
life balance culture, and conceptualises it along the three dimensions discussed previously. The survey 
was completed by 276 university alumni, and indicated that a supportive culture was positively related 
to affective commitment. Further, Allen (2001) utilised the same conception of culture as Thompson et 
al. (1999) and also conducted a survey in the United States with over 500 respondents from many 
different organisations. Their results also demonstrated that perceptions that the organisation was 
supportive of family friendly practices were related to higher levels of organisational commitment.  
In summary, the described results show that it is likely that the work-life balance culture in an 
organisation is directly related to individuals’ feelings of commitment to the organisation. Building on 
that understanding we will next discuss the relationship between firm specific human resources and 
the competitive advantage of firms. 
LINKING COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE AND FIRM-SPECIFIC HUMAN RESOURCES 
Strategic management wants to provide explanations to account for managerial practices and their 
consequences thereby dealing with the performance of business enterprises. The fundamental question 
in the field is how firms do achieve and sustain competitive advantages (Royer, 2005). Strategic 
management literature thus takes an organisational perspective dealing with the question of why some 
organisations are more successful than others in building and keeping competitive advantage.  
Answers to this core question predominantly came from the field of industrial organisation (Porter, 
1980; 1981 and 1985) until about 1990 suggesting that firms can influence industry structures actively 
and passively by taking advantage of market imperfections. Business strategy in this sense is about 
changing industry structures and performance and the nature of generated rents is monopolistic. This 
perspective has been criticised for its focus on external determinants of economic performance which 
fuelled the rise of the resource-based view (RBV) which locates the sources of competitive advantage 
within the firm. Resource-based approaches (e.g., Barney, 1991; Collis and Montgomery, 1995 and 
1997; Grant, 1991) postulate that resources that lead to competitive advantage have to be valuable 
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(i.e., have to improve firm effectiveness and efficiency), scarce (i.e., have to be different from the 
resources of other firms), non-substitutable (i.e., other firms should not possess other resources that 
fulfil the same purpose), and inimitable (i.e., competitors should not be able to copy them). Such 
imitation is difficult if resources are physically unique, path dependent, causally ambiguous, highly 
socially complex and/or asset specific and thus lead to so-called Ricardian rents (e.g., Peteraf, 1993). 
The so-called dynamic capabilities perspective or DCV (e.g., Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Kogut and 
Zander, 1992, Zander and Kogut, 1995, Leonard-Barton, 1992; Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997) 
complements this rather static perspective by focusing on continuously changing market conditions 
which force companies to create, integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies 
(Teece, Pisano and Shuen 1997). In an environment of innovation-based competition, price/ 
performance rivalry, increasing returns, and the creative destruction of existing competencies (Collis, 
1994; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997) dynamic capabilities are not in themselves a 
source of long-term competitive advantage, but rather means to achieve resource configurations that 
provide advantage and lead to entrepreneurial (or Schumpeterian) rents which are self-destructive 
because of knowledge diffusion.  
Building on a resource-oriented perspective we understand the performance of a firm as dependent on 
different input suppliers contributing different assets to create complex bundles of resources which are 
the basis of (sustainable) competitive advantage (Grant, 1991). Competitive advantages here are 
defined as firm-specific advantages that cannot be imitated by other firms or can be mimicked only at 
a very high cost. Firm specificity of valuable resources plays a relevant role since their immobility 
leads to the appropriability of the resulting rents for the firm.  
Distinct human resources are regarded as very valuable for gaining competitive advantages (e.g., 
Cappelli and Crocker-Hefter, 1996, Snell et al., 2005, Wang and Barney, 2006) and it is acknowledged 
that knowledge workers contribute to the competitive advantage of firms (Zander and Kogut, 1995). 
There is broad consensus in the strategic management literature that valuable human resources can 
lead to competitive advantage (Pfeffer, 1994; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990; Wright, McMahan and 
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McWilliams, 1994; Barney and Wright, 1998; Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2002) since they meet the criteria 
of positive value, uniqueness, hard to imitate and substitute (Wright et al., 1994). Recently, empirical 
evidence for this relationship has also been given (Camuffo and Comachio, 2005; Hayton, 2005; 
Lopez-Cabrales, Valle and Herrero, 2006; Michie and Sheehan, 2005). Valuable human resources in 
terms of the skills and the knowledge of employees can be specific and non-specific in nature 
(Nordhaug, 1994; Williamson, 1985 and 1992; Williamson and Masten, 1999). Firm-specific skills are 
only valuable in the firm they are dedicated to and lose their value in external labour markets.  
The literature suggests that long-term contracts motivate employees to invest in firm-specific human 
capital (Anderhub, Königstein & Kübler, 1999; Mitchell and Zaidi, 1990). Jaggia and Thakor (1994) 
state: “While the acquisition of firm-specific skills is valuable for the organization, it is personally 
costly for the employee, […]. Thus, if it is possible that the employee will not be with the firm in the 
future, he (sic) will dislike investing in firm-specific human capital” (p. 284). Nordhaug (1998) further 
differentiates task specificity (in terms of the extent to which skills or competences are related to 
executing a small range of work tasks) and industry specificity (in terms of competences that are 
exclusively valuable in a certain industry context). By combining these with firm-specificity Nordhaug 
(1998) suggests the categories of inter-organisational competences and idiosyncratic technical 
competencies which we use to conceptualise firm-specific human resources in our framework.   
Intra-organisational competences show a low extent of task specificity combined with a high degree of 
firm specificity. Low task-specificity in this context means competences that are valuable with regard 
to many different tasks. Examples of such competences that could also be called “internal meta 
competences” would be knowledge about co-workers or the organisational culture of the workplace as 
well as firm-internal networks and the competitive and corporate strategy of the business. Employees 
may acquire these competences through job-rotation arrangements, trainee and mentoring programmes 
or other internal development programmes and initiatives. Acquiring these competences also happens 
in a learning-by-doing fashion over time working in a certain work environment along a certain path 
of interacting with and observing other employees. 
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Idiosyncratic technical competences imply a high degree of firm- as well as task-specificity that enable 
a person to solve one or very few tasks in a certain firm context. Examples would be knowledge about 
unique technologies, firm routines, firm specific software or IT systems. Such competences obviously 
create an even higher dependency of the employee from the employer since they are not only 
dedicated to the firm but also to a narrow range of tasks. Their generation can only take place inside a 
certain firm and they are developed in informal learning processes, job rotation arrangements, in-house 
training, trainee or apprenticeship programmes. 
Most employees remaining in a certain firm for a longer time period accumulate relevant firm-specific 
knowledge (Kullak, 1995; Royer et al., 2008). They become accustomed to the organisational 
structure, know the formal but especially informal communication channels and may develop internal 
networks. Often predominantly senior managerial employees are regarded as critical resources (e.g., 
Godard and Delaney, 2000) and researchers in the area of strategic (human resource) management 
have up to now focused their attention on expatriates or white collar workers in the belief that these 
employees are vital to the success of (multinational) corporations.  However, “this assumption may not 
reflect the realities of today’s global business” (Taylor, Beechler and Napier, 1996, p. 980). Wright et 
al. (1994) emphasise the importance of the entire human resource capital pool and not only the 
management. This is especially relevant for our research in terms of the fact that Wright et al. (1994) 
suggest that (top) management is mobile and visible so that resulting rents are often rather 
appropriable by these employees themselves and not the employer. Employees on lower levels are 
directly involved in the production of the product or service and often have fewer options to change 
the workplace.  
In summary, it becomes obvious that the mobility of human resources endangers the rent appropriation 
potential for the firm and thus has a direct impact on competitive advantage realisation. It can be very 
valuable for a firm to have employees that build up a high share of firm-specific knowledge and 
competences. For a firm, this leads to quasi-rents resulting from the specificity and further makes it 
possible to not only create Ricardian and Entrepreneurial rents but also appropriate these rents. How to 
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motivate employees to invest in firm-specific capabilities thus is a relevant question for strategic 
managers. A certain work life balance culture may be an avenue to achieve such motivation. 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: WORK LIFE BALANCE CULTURE AND STRATEGY  
When arguing that work life balance culture may provide a fruitful basis for the willingness of 
employees to invest in firm-specific skills and knowledge we have to show now that commitment is 
related to the firm-specific competencies in our focus, i.e. intra-organisational and idiosyncratic 
technical competencies. The aim of the framework presented below (see Figure 1) is to show that 
supportive work-life balance culture will assist in the development and retention of firm-specific 
resources, which lead to competitive advantage through developing organisational commitment. The 
components and linkages of the framework have been elaborated in the previous sections. More 
elaboration regarding the specific link between the different types of commitment and intra-
organisational and idiosyncratic technical competencies follows below. 
------------------------------Please insert Figure 1 about here---------------------------------- 
As discussed previously, little research has been conducted directly linking work-life balance or work-
life balance culture, with the competitive advantage of the firm. The one study of which we are aware 
as a relevant point of reference is the work by Perry-Smith and Blum (2000). They examine the role of 
work-family ‘bundles’ (“a group of complementary, highly related, and in some cases, overlapping 
human resource policies that may help employees manage nonwork roles”, p. 1107) and their 
relationship with measures of organisational performance. They argue that an organisation, by offering 
work-family policies, signals to employees that the organisation provides unexpected benefits, which 
then encourages the employee to reciprocate, possibly by working harder.  
According to a review of the literature by Meyer and Allen (1997) affective commitment has a link to 
intra-organisational competences in terms of adhering to organisational policy as well as a high level 
of compliance with corporate level strategic decisions as well as a strong relationship between 
affective commitment and organisational citizenship behaviour. With regard to linking affective 
commitment to idiosyncratic technical competencies Meyer and Allen mention the control of 
Page 11 of 24 ANZAM 2010
11 
 
operational costs as an outcome of commitment. From their review of the literature it becomes obvious 
that “… affectively committed employees direct their attention to aspects of their work performance 
they believe to be valued by and valuable to the organization” (Meyer and Allen, 1997, p. 30). When 
an employee feels a high level of emotional involvement with their organisation they are likely to 
engage in behaviour that is exclusive to their current employer. Figure 2 summarises the resulting 
relevant elements and proposed relationships in the context of our thinking framework. 
------------------------------Please insert Figure 2 about here---------------------------------- 
We propose that it is the values themselves which is likely to be important to firm performance. 
Developing a culture where there are values and attitudes of reciprocity is likely to result in ongoing or 
sustainable commitment. A work-life balance culture may enable competitive advantage for a longer 
time and may even gain in terms of inimitability by underlying path dependencies. 
From the literature we have demonstrated that a supportive work-life-balance culture leads to the 
development to organisational commitment. Further, we could from the literature support the 
relevance of firm-specific human resources for achieving competitive advantages, i.e. HG: A 
supportive work-life-balance culture leads to strategic competitive advantage. 
We break this down into more specific and testable sub-hypotheses in which we link the different 
components of organisational commitment with the identified firm-specific competences relevant for 
competitive advantage realisation. We expect affective commitment to be the type of commitment to 
have a major impact on the willingness to invest in firm-specific skills and knowledge, however, also 
see the relevance of test the linkages between this willingness to invest and the other types of 
commitment: 
HG1a: Continuance commitment will be associated with a higher willingness of employees to invest into inter-
organisational competences. 
HG1b: Continuance commitment will be associated with a higher willingness of employees to invest into 
idiosyncratic technical competencies. 
HG2a: Normative commitment will be associated with a higher willingness of employees to invest into inter-
organisational competences. 
HG2b: Normative commitment will be associated with a higher willingness of employees to invest into 
idiosyncratic technical competencies. 
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HG3a: Affective commitment will be associated with a higher willingness of employees to invest into inter-
organisational competences. 
HG3b: Affective commitment will be associated with a higher willingness of employees to invest into 
idiosyncratic technical competencies. 
To be able to test these hypotheses it is necessary to find useful operationalisations for the complex 
variables. Here, the conception of commitment proposed by Meyer and Allen (1991) is well accepted 
in the literature. There are also well established measures of the three components (continuance, 
normative and affective commitment) with good reliability and validity (Meyer et al., 2002).  
Firm-specific competences are understood as consisting of intra-organisational and idiosyncratic 
technical competences, i.e. competences with a high degree of firm-specificity combined with either 
low or high task-specificity. Firm-specificity according to Kalleberg and Reve (1993) can be indirectly 
measured by the variables (1) on-the-job training and (2) tenure with employer. Regarding on-the-job 
training the extent of job rotation, in-house training and trainee programmes could be investigated. 
Tenure with employer takes the length of time a person has been employed in a certain firm into 
account assuming that firm-specific competences are built over time in a certain context. Figure 3 
summarises the outlined avenue to operationalise the relationship suggested specifically in HG3a/b. 
------------------------------Please insert Figure 3 about here---------------------------------- 
CONCLUSIONS: WORK-LIFE-BALANCE CULTURE AS A VALUABLE ELEMENT OF STRATEGY 
In conclusion, it became obvious that a well established work-life-balance culture in a firm may 
convince employees to commit to the organisation from the literature. Further, it became obvious from 
the strategic management literature that it is of high strategic relevance for firms to have (partly) 
immobile valuable human resources in terms of employees that are willing to build up firm-specific 
skills and knowledge. This gave the ground to the established link between work-life-balance culture 
and strategic competitive advantage by highlighting the relationship between affective commitment 
and intra-organisational as well as idiosyncratic technical competencies. Employees who are 
committed to a firm are motivated to invest in firm-specific assets such as (in)formal firm-internal 
networks or the particular processes e.g. in the area of research and development in a certain firm. A 
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process towards aligning the interests of employees with the objectives of the organisation here could 
be conceptualised in terms of the development of a work life balance culture as a fundament for the 
creation of different types of commitment. 
Our chain of arguments that links the concept of work-life-balance culture and competitive advantage 
has to be further empirically tested now. Empirical data would make it easier to come to a longer-term 
oriented thinking in firms for the benefits of the employees as well as the firm performance. The still 
often heard perception that a work-life balance is good for the individual but not so much for the 
organisation has to be put into the perspective of which resources may be valuable in a certain firm 
environment. In many environments it can be highly valuable to have dedicated human skills and 
knowledge embedded into the particular firm context. Once it has been demonstrated that the positive 
outcomes are also for organisational performance there should be no reason for managers not to try to 
develop a supportive culture. Or, to put it differently: this would let us finally see the reason for 
managers to strive for a culture supportive of work-life balance. 
In practice organisations need to provide the opportunity to staff to develop within the firm. Firm-
specific qualifications are less valuable on the external labour market than the firm-internal labour 
market. Employees therefore are willing to invest in only those skills and capabilities that would be 
rewarded, for example, in the form of job security (Child and Rodrigues, 2004). Coyle-Shapiro and 
Kessler (2000) show that a majority of employees, if they feel a breach of contract from the side of the 
employer, respond by reduced commitment and organisational citizenship behaviour. Less job security 
and increased career mobility leads to the situation that fewer employees are willing to invest in firm 
specific skills, preferring instead to concentrate on acquiring skills that ensure employability in the 
external labour market. Firms thus may lose one of their most valuable and distinguishing resources - 
firm-specific human capital. The development of task-specific skills may play a dominant role when 
competing on resources. Taking into account that some industry environments change rapidly, we also 
believe that internal meta-competencies may play a crucial role regarding smooth adaptation processes 
in firms that have to adapt to changing competitive situations.  
Page 14 of 24ANZAM 2010
14 
 
With regard to future research an important question thus is how different environmental and industry 
contexts impact on the relevance of firm-specific human resources. More heterogeneity between firms 
can be seen as an indicator for a division of the labour market into one part with the need for firm-
specific human capital to realise sustainable competitive advantage and another part that relies on 
flexibility and therefore cannot afford long-term contracts with employees (Bingley and Westergaard-
Nielsen, 2003). Here, we see a link to our differentiation of firm-specific human resources into inter-
organisational competences and idiosyncratic technical competences. While for the later stable 
environments might be of high relevance, this is not the case for the former: In dynamic environments 
such internal meta-competences may be a highly relevant dynamic capability for being able to cope 
with a competition characterised by creative destruction. 
The complete framework proposed in this paper needs to be tested empirically. Previous research has 
examined single relationships within the framework but not the entity. This is an important gap in the 
literature which needs to be addressed to better our understanding of impacts on competitive 
advantage as well as to better understand the fundaments of competitive advantages as such.  This may 
also necessitate the use of multi-level research as culture can be measured on an organisational level, 
commitment on an individual level, firm-specific resources on an individual level and finally, 
competitive advantage again at an organisational level. First avenues of approaches to such research 
have been suggested here.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework 
Organisational Commitment
is an attitude that binds an employee to entities or 
behaviour
Firm-specific Human Resources
are dedicated to firm-specific tasks and lose value 
in the external labour market
Work-life Balance Culture
is a particular aspect of the organisational culture 
that reflects the attitudes and values in the 
organisation surrounding the ability of individuals 
to balance their work and non-work lives
Competitive Advantages
are firm-specific advantages that cannot be imitated 
by other firms or can only be mimicked at a very 
high cost 
 
 
 
Figure 2: The components of the conceptual framework 
Organisational Commitment
•continuance component
•normative component 
•affective component
Firm-specific Human Resources
•intra-organisational competences (low extent 
of task specificity/high degree of firm 
specificity)
•idiosyncratic technical competences 
(competences with high degree of firm- and 
task-specificity)
Work-life Balance Culture
•Time demands
•Perceived career consequences
•Support from management
•Gender expectations
•Co-worker support
Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2002; Camuffo & 
Comachio, 2005; Cappelli & Crocker-Hefter, 
1996; Hayton, 2005;  Lopez-Cabrales et al., 
2006; Pfeffer, 1994; Snell et al., 2005; Wang & 
Barney, 2006
Scandura/Lankau, 1997; Aryee et al., 1998; 
Roehling et al., 2001; Haar/Spell, 2004; 
Goldberg et al., 1989; Scholaris/Marks, 2004; 
Thompson et al., 1999/2004; Wong/Walumba, 
2007; Allen, 2001
Competitive Advantage
•Value
•Scarcity
•Non-Substitutability
•Inimitability
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Figure 3: Operationalisation of affective commitment and firm-specific competences 
Affective Commitment
feelings, emotions and sense of belonging 
the individual has to the organisation 
personal meaning the organisation has to 
the individual
Intra-organisational & idiosyncratic 
technical competences
Extent of on-the-job training
•Job rotation
•In-house training
•Trainee programmes
Tenure with employer
•Length of time a person has been 
employed in a certain firm
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Table 1: Relevant Dimensions of Culture 
Dimension Description Further explanation 
(1) Time Demands 
suggested by 
Thompson, 
Beauvais & Lyness 
(1999) 
Extent to which an organisation 
expected an employee to put 
work before their family 
responsibilities  
The focus here is on the amount of time needed for 
work, and the organisation’s expectations around 
this. 
(2) Perceived 
negative career 
consequences 
suggested by 
Thompson et al. 
(1999) 
Examines potential negative 
career consequences (such as 
fewer opportunities for 
promotion and a lesser 
likelihood of receiving other 
organisational rewards) which 
may arise when a lack of 
physical presence in the 
workplace is thought to be 
associated with a lack of 
commitment to the 
organisation.  
In empirical studies part-time workers were found to 
be paid less, received less training and advanced 
more slowly because employers attach a higher risk 
to investing in them (Schwartz, 1989) and were 
worse off in terms of promotion prospects and 
entitlement to fringe benefits (Tam, 1997). 
Employees who utilised family-friendly policies were 
also found to be allocated fewer organisational 
rewards (e.g., advancement opportunities, salary 
increases) than employees who did not use the 
policies (Allen & Russell, 1999). 
(3) Support from 
management: 
suggested by 
Thompson et al. 
(1999) 
(a) supervisor 
support 
(b) broader 
organisational 
support 
suggested by Allen 
(2001) 
Examines the role that 
managers play regarding the 
success of work-life programs 
since they are in a position to 
actively encourage or 
discourage employees’ efforts 
to balance their work and non-
work lives. 
Bardoel (2003) showed that where supervisors 
enthusiastically supported the integration of paid 
work and other responsibilities, employees were 
better able to utilise available work-life balance 
options. Conversely, even in ‘family friendly’ 
organisations, managers may send negative signals 
indicating that the use of flexible benefits is a 
problem for them and the organisation as a whole 
(Rapoport & Bailyn, 1996). 
(4)Gender 
expectations 
suggested by 
McDonald, Brown 
& Bradley (2005) 
Examines the extent to which, 
in practice, the work 
environment is believed to 
support work-life balance for 
both men and women.  
Work-life policies in practice have revolved around 
facilitating the working conditions of women (Haas 
& Hwang, 1995; Strachan & Burgess, 1998). Women 
with dependent children have been by far the largest 
demographic group to utilise work-life arrangements 
(Charlesworth, 1997) and despite increased 
awareness and public rhetoric about men’s use of 
workplace, utilisation rates have changed little.  
(5) Co-worker 
support 
suggested by 
McDonald et al. 
(2005) 
Extent to which colleagues in 
the work environment – other 
than supervisors and managers 
– support staff in balancing 
their work and non-work lives.  
Co-worker interactions, such as comparisons of 
expectations of business travel for employees with 
and without family responsibilities impact on the 
system of how work-family benefits were constructed 
(Kirby & Krone, 2002). Women who utilised the 
policies felt resentment from co-workers and were 
cognisant of needing to balance “use” versus “abuse” 
so as not to be seen, and treated, as a less committed 
worker. 
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Table 2: Research on the link between work life balance culture and commitment 
Research Brief description Relevant findings for our study 
Scandura, T.A., & Lankau, M.J. 
(1997): Relationships of gender, 
family responsibility and flexible 
work hours to organisational 
commitment and job satisfaction. 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
18, 377–391. 
Survey of 86 people in 
organisations with a 
flexible work program 
and 74 in organisations 
without. 
The commitment of employees from those 
organisations that did not have the 
programs in place was significantly lower 
than the commitment of employees from 
the other organisations 
Aryee, S., Luk, V., & Stone R., 
(1998). Family-responsive variables 
and retention-relevant outcomes 
among employed parents. Human 
Relations, 51, 73–87. 
 
Survey of 228 employed 
parents in a large service 
authority in Hong Kong 
to examine the 
relationship between 
flexibility, supervisor 
support and 
organisational 
commitment.  
A positive relationship between work-life 
benefits and commitment has been found. 
Roehling, P.V., Roehling, M.V., & 
Moen, P. (2001). The relationship 
between work-life policies and 
perspectives and employee loyalty: A 
life course perspective. Journal of 
Family and Economic Issues, 22, 
141–170. 
 
Analysis of a sample of 
over 3000 American 
workers. 
Work-life policies tended to be related to 
higher loyalty for most employees.  
Haar, J.M., & Spell, C.S. (2004). 
Programme knowledge and value of 
work-family practices and 
organizational commitment. The 
International Journal of Human 
Resource Management, 15, 1040–
1055. 
Social exchange theory-
based investigation of 
beliefs and program 
knowledge around work-
family practices and their 
relationship to 
organisational 
commitment. Survey of 
203 employees from the 
New Zealand financial 
services sector 
completed surveys to 
provide the data. 
It was found that affective commitment 
was related to the knowledge employees 
had about the work-life programs in their 
organisation to a greater extent than the 
actual work-life practices. 
Goldberg, W.A., Greenberger, E., 
Koch-Jones, J., O’Neil R., & 
Hamill, S. (1989). Attractiveness of 
child care and related employer-
supported benefits and policies to 
married and single parents. Child and 
Youth Care Quarterly, 18, 23–37. 
 Satisfaction with work-life benefits was 
related positively to commitment, but 
actual use of the policies was not. 
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